THE   BURNING   SECRET

awfully sorry. . . . After all, he is no more than a
child____"

She detested scandal or even the lightest breath of
gossip associated with her name, and she knew that the
situation needed the utmost tact if she was to come out
of it unscathed. To save her face, she was careful not to
beat a hasty retreat, but inquired whether there were
any letters for her. Then, calmly and deliberately, she
made her way to the lift and went to her room. Never-
theless, she was aware of the fact that her withdrawal
was accompanied by giggles and malicious whispers.

A serious situation invariably took her unawares and
made her anxious. She recognized that in the circum-
stances she had been remiss, and she dreaded a con-
frontation with her child. So she loitered on the way.
Edgar had donned a new visage since yesterday, a
visage which paralysed her. Fear counselled her to have
recourse to gentleness when dealing with her son. She
realized that, if the issue was forced into the open,
Edgar would prove the stronger. . . .

Opening the door quietly, she found the boy sitting in
her room. There was no sign of fear in the eyes he
raised to the encounter; there was not even inquisitive-
ness. He appeared to be absolutely sure of himself.
Assuming her most motherly manner, she asked:

"Edgar what could you have been thinking of? . . .
You made me blush. A child has no business to behave
so outrageously to a grown-up person. You'll have to
ask the baron's pardon. . . ."

"No," he answered indifferently, gazing at the trees
outside.

This involved her in a quandary. Nevertheless, she
continued valiantly:

"What's up, Edgar? You are so changed I hardly
recognize you. You have always been such a sensible
and well-mannered boy that it was a pleasure to be with
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